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December 18, 1989 George Bird stood on the steps of the Intercontinental Hotel in Bucharest and looked up at the night sky. The wind howled in his ears like a half-starved animal and kicked up the fresh snow on the ground. He adjusted the collar of his wool coat, dug his chin in, and smiled.
Twenty-eight years-that's how long it had been since he felt a Siberian cold front try to knock him off his feet. Welcome home, it said.
He crossed Nicolae Bălcescu Boulevard. There was something eerie being the only person walking on the deserted sidewalk, and passing dark storefronts. Over two million people lived in the capital of Romania, but at five o'clock on this cold December morning, he was the only one about to be leaving footprints in the snow.
A few more steps and Bucharest University, his old school with its Neo-Classical lines and mansard roof, emerged from the shadows. A lot of happy memories happened there, too many to acknowledge all at once, but they stirred in him, warned him that the next few days would not be easy.
He turned west, on Regina Elisabeta Boulevard, a wide street filled with shops and cafés. The wind swelled around him. George thrust his hands deep into his coat pockets. He remembered the note that the girl at the front desk had given him the night before, and for a split second he feared that he still had it on him, but then he recalled ripping it up and tossing it away.
The check-in girl's friendliness should have been his first clue that something was wrong. Customer service was not a Romanian employee's mantra; most locals didn't 2 offer any pleasantries beyond a grunt and a lift of the chin. It made no difference that the Intercontinental was the highest rated hotel in Bucharest and that it catered to foreigners and businessmen-the people who worked there were equally dissatisfied with their lives as the rest of the population. The sudden screech of a bus stopping at a light startled him, brought him back into the present. George quickened his pace, eager to get the meeting over with so he could go back to the hotel before Adrian woke up. A few more blocks and he crossed yet another large intersection, and there, on his right, he finally arrived at his destination:
Grădina Cișmigiu.
Beyond the weathered brick wall that encircled the park, the sky was changing from charcoal gray to a washed-out hue. George's lungs burned, and the frigid morning air was suddenly too much. He leaned against one of the two pillars at the entrance. The cough came as it always did-violently. He lurched forward and felt his shoulder blades contract, each spasm like a wave breaking against his insides. The raw pain brought tears to his eyes. He fumbled in his pocket for a tissue and held it over his mouth, and when it was over, he spat on the ground. He ignored the blood stain on the snow. It was a reminder of the cancer cells mercilessly attacking his body.
George entered the park. So many years had passed, yet Cișmigiu Gardens had not changed. It was like stepping inside one of his own black and white photographs. He looked past the snowflakes that fluttered and drifted in the air, at the pre-World War I iron lamps that lined the pathway before him. The massive chestnut trees greeted him, their snow-covered branches like tattered white sleeves. Even in the dead of winter, this hundred and fifty-year-old park in the middle of Romania's capital continued to anchor the city and define it in a way that no building or monument ever could.
After defecting from Romania in 1961, George had felt lost and out of place for many years. America had not been an easy country to acclimate to and whenever he had felt at his loneliest, only a few of his old memories had settled his soul. This park had been one of them.
He followed a winding path as a heavy stillness settled all around him, the kind that made him think he could hear the snowflakes hit the ground. He crossed a bridge that stretched across what appeared to be a field blanketed in snow which George knew was a lake. Somewhere to his right was the boat house where he and Maria would rent canoes.
That was a lie-they had only gone on the lake once, but he felt as if they had done it more often because he had played that memory repeatedly in his mind.
George realized he had reached Rondul Român when he looked up and saw the twelve limestone busts of Romania's most influential writers. They were arranged in a circle as if condemned to face off for eternity. This was where he used to come after his classes at the liceu and meet up with his schoolmates.
